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SLAVE

EMANCIPATION IN LAMU
499
Despite the decline of their mainland plantations, most of the Afro-Arab aristocrats continued to live luxuriously in large stone houses in the town, and to keep second homes on their small agricultural plots (shambas) behind the town. The faSade of opulence was kept up through borrowing on their houses and other property. District Commissioner Talbot-Smith reported that they 'piled mortgage on mortgage', some selling heirlooms and jewellery -all to Indian merchants who also carried the mortgages.9 Slaves kept up the townhouses; and lived and worked on the island shambas. Some of the wealthiest Afro-Arabs had up to forty slaves on the shambas and as many as ten working in their homes. In fact, a few of the aristocratic old families owned up to three island shambas, with as many as seventy to seventy-five slaves.10 In addition, Indians owned 200 or 300 slaves, and the Hadramis owned a few as well. Some Sharifs (descendants of the Prophet) moved into and out of Lamu, usually coming from the Comoro Islands or from towns on the northern coast of East Africa; and some of these Sharifs also owned slaves -probably not more than two or three per family. There are no accurate figures for Lamu town and the adjacent shambas in I907, but the number of slaves may have been between 3,ooo and 4,ooo and the majority of these were owned by the Afro-Arabs.
In comparison with treatment of slaves further down the coast, and especially in Zanibar and Pemba, Lamu owners were generally humane,11 although H. Greffulhe, who lived in Lamu in the I 870s, wrote that slaves he saw were badly fed, poorly clothed and overworked.12 Living ex-slaves also recall the brutality some owners displayed toward their slaves. One remembered that at legal emancipation a few masters refused to free slaves who wanted to go, and at the first opportunity their slaves ran away. Ex-slave Salim Kheri remembered good masters and bad. An old woman ex-slave recalled treatment accorded to those who were especially slow in getting to work on the shambas. Overseers, she said, did not have the right to abuse slaves physically although she thought some did. (Overseers were usually slaves themselves -as was the case further down the coast.) A few masters treated their slaves like punda (donkeys), making them carry heavy loads on their backs.
One story handed down in the slave community may be apocryphal. According to the legend, there was a 'magician' who lived a long time ago (zamani). He advised the Afro-Arabs who 'wanted to build houses which lasted' to place a wall around someone who was alive and then throw sand over him. The presence of this human sacrifice assured a sturdy dwelling and 'all would go well' for owner and family. Ex-slaves believed that some of their group had indeed been used for this purpose, but it 'was so long ago' that no one remembered this actually happening. 13 In I907 the Abolition of the Legal Status of Slavery Ordinance was proclaimed by the Sultan, following pressure from the British. News of legal emancipation came to Lamu at the same time as it reached the mainland, but the slavery commission which was empowered to enforce the Ordinance did not actively interfere in Lamu until I9IO, when officials came to the island and insisted that all slave owners come to the seafront with their slaves. Notices were posted about the town in which slave owners were warned that they would be punished if they did not produce their slaves on the appointed day. The notices also promised fair compensation for the owners of emancipated slaves. However, Lamu owners were paid less than those down the coast or in Zanzibar and Pemba. There, compensation for an able-bodied slave was equal to the five months' wages a slave could earn his master. In Lamu compensation was equal to only three months' wages. In all, a total of Rs.I50,000 (f I5,000) were paid to Lamu masters and mistresses.14 However informants agree that, while most masters collected their compensation, many actually refused to free their slaves. A few others believed the compensation so small that they refused to apply for it and simply kept their slaves anyway.15 Those slaves who were allowed to go free seem to have been the troublemakers and the aged. British reports indicate that a mere fourteen years after many slaves were legally freed they were 'getting old and incapable of work' and some were dying off between I9IO and I924.16 According to Frederick Cooper emancipation brought rapid change further down the coast, but in Lamu there was in fact little change in relationships between master and slave. Ironically, those owners who accepted compensation and who then kept the slaves, did so with the collusion of the slaves themselves. Any slave who wished to, might have reported his master, and subjected him to a fine of Rs. I,ooo or imprisonment. Yet few, if any, brought claims against owners for continued enslavement. Concubines were excluded from the emancipation arrangements in any case. According to the Ordinance of Emancipation, 'concubines shall not be deemed to be slaves ... and nothing in this ordinance shall alter the law relating to... the rights and duties of concubines'; but, if a concubine was mistreated and brought charges against her master, she was free and no compensation would be paid for her.17 '.20 These remarks are telling. The Afro-Arabs did not work, nor did they need to, while they still had numbers of slaves working for them. No one questioned how the Afro-Arab men came to have spotless garments. And it was not in the owners interest to send their slaves into the streets or engage them in house repairs where questions might have been raised. But the District Commissioners were accurate in their assessment of lack of income among this group. As the economy prospered further down the coast, Lamu's economic decline turned into stagnation.2l Where further down the coast a wage labour system had been introduced, and public works initiated first by the Imperial British East African Company, and later by the British government, there was little of either in Lamu. One British District Commissioner commented that although Afro-Arabs (and others) were forced to pay hut and poll taxes, only a small amount of the money collected was put back into the local economy in the way of jobs.22
As compensation money ran out and everything that could be mortgaged was, the Afro-Arab families began their own form of emancipation. One old woman from the upper-class remembered that when she was a child -in the early I920S -numbers of slaves were freed by her family and went to the mainland where they joined squatters and attempted to cultivate crops. Those who were friendly with their former owners sent them grains and fruits. Others, she recalled, consumed what they needed and used the surplus to buy other goods, and sometimes ex-slaves even shared the latter with their former owners. However, these ex-slaves soon abandoned their plots because, she thought, they were attacked by Boni and Somali raiders. Reports of bands of wandering shifta (raiders) came from many informants and shifta seem to have been a major barrier to later attempts to reopen the mainland farms. Brush and trees grew up where once lush fields and coconut plantations had been so productive. And the large herds of cattle, once so profitable for the landowning families, were reduced to an occasional cow -which was also subject to theft from roaming bandits.23
Not all former slaves on the mainland were friendly, however, and some raids on the newcomers may be attributed to them rather than nomads in the hinterland. An ex-slave woman in her eighties in I983 talked about the mainland she remembered. Her father had run away from a shamba before legal emancipation. He ended up near Mkunumbe and started his own small shamba. It was there that he arranged her marriage with another runaway ex-slave. When the marriage failed, her father was annoyed and refused to take her back home. She joined a group she described as 'poor and abandoned' and walked across the Lamu mainland to the bay. En route, she recalled passing scores of watoro (ex-slave) hamlets, and she recalled her group's fear of these people. She said they raided and looted as a means of keeping alive.24
Salim Kheri, an ex-slave said to be nearly one hundred in I 98 I, remembered freed Lamu slaves on the mainland. He talked about travellers' fears of danger in the area, and especially robbery. Ex-slaves like himself were afraid to roam around: 'You went to Siu and the tide was out and people were sleeping there until the tide returned. They would rob ... You walked through the growing bush on the mainland, and someone would come and take everthing you had -even your clothes at times.' Although an upper-class informant remembered that, contrary to British reports, some men of her class went to the mainland with their slaves after legal emancipation, they too were afraid. Fear of being robbed or injured rather than fear of work may have contributed to keeping masters on the island. As one aristocratic informant said, upper-class men were more vulnerable on the mainland than the ex-slaves.25 22 Dickens, 'History'. Cooper noted that ex-slaves down the coast deserted mainland plantations for the lure of the city and wage labour (Slaves and Squatters, 179-80).
23 Upper-class woman, interview, November I983. Clive, 'History'. 24 Ex-slave woman, interview, November I983. This woman thought she was born about I900, and said she had been set free by the British when she was a child and before she joined her runaway father in Mkunumbe.
25 Salim Kheri, interview, February I98I; Abdulla A. Skanda, interview, I980. Salim (Swahili-Speaking Peoples, 5i) noted that banditry was a cause of considerable concern after emancipation. Before economic decline and before legal emancipation, Lamu was noted for the fine quality of workmanship of its slave artisans. Slaves mastered the art of goldsmithing, creating bangles, necklaces made of crescents and roses, as well as brooches, chains and other forms of decoration.34 They were also silversmiths, making beautiful carved sword handles and carving ivory for Omani-style dagger handles. In addition to practising metal crafts, slaves had long enjoyed a reputation as high-quality wood carvers. Carved doors and furniture from Lamu -especially Portuguese-style chairs with inlays of ivory -were renowned along the coast. By I9IO, however, the market for onately carved chairs and fine filigreed jewellery had already begun to decline and only a few slave-craftsmen were active. Informants of both classes said that most carving was done in their owners' homes, and we can assume that much of the profit went to owners. At emancipation, the remaining carvers One old ex-slave woman remembered that some of her male relatives became office boys for the British in Mombasa. Others went to work as houseboys for the increasing numbers of settlers. But here they had to compete with ex-slaves from Malindi and the Mombasa hinterland. Cooper found that in Mombasa as many as sixty per cent of the houseboys, policemen, and porters were ex-slaves35 -and most of these came from close by. But in Mombasa it was possible for ex-slaves to rise in the hierarchy in ways it was not in Lamu. One Lamu ex-slave, Fadhil Kuchi, worked, saved, acquired property, and eventually became headman of the Old Town. In that position he held authority over former members of the Lamu aristocracy who had also moved there.36
Although the sample is small because few ex-slaves remain to tell their stories, and most descendants of ex-slaves refuse to admit their heritage, it appears that of the small number who moved to Malindi, most cut their Lamu ties. One informant said she had relatives who went to Malindi and who worked on shambas for wages, but she lost touch with them, and they had never come back to Lamu. Several ex-slaves and descendants of slaves from Lamu who were interviewed in Mombasa talked about making at least one return trip a year -usually during the Maulidi (a celebration honouring the Prophet's birth). Whether the ex-slaves worked as coconut tappers outside Mombasa, or were employed and living in the Old Town, they all came together for Lamu weddings and other celebratory events. And, whereas stratification remained rigid in Lamu, class lines had little meaning in Mombasa. Ex-slave and freeborn celebrated together -although everyone knew where they rested in the hierarchy back home. A major difference between ex-slaves from the larger mainland plantations up and down the coast, and those from Lamu, was the latter's common bond to the small island town where they all consider themselves to have roots.37
Lamu ex-slave women found it harder to migrate than men. One Kadi forbade women to leave without their husbands. He feared that single women would become prostitutes in Mombasa. Any woman who desired to leave Lamu by dhow was required to give her name to a local official. The Kadi checked the list and if he found unmarried women on it, he removed their names. A few women enlisted the help of men travelling to Mombasa (or elsewhere), pretending they were married to them. Others walked. They set out by jahazi (small boats) to the mainland, and in groups of two or three. Hiding as best they could from the bandits, they trekked the 25o-odd miles 35 Cooper, Slaves and Squatters, i8o. 36 Sharif Abdulla Hussein, interviews. Ex-slave Lamu women, I983. through bush, past cattle herders, and through alien territory until after many days they reached Mombasa.38 When they got to the Old Town they found relatives or friends with whom they could stay; and they usually supported themselves by making kofia (small Muslim caps for men), or by baking bread which they sold to local merchants. As to prostitution, ex-slave and upper-class informants uniformly rejected the suggestion that women from Lamu town engaged in the profession. They all agreed that there were prostitutes in Mombasa from Lamu district, but these women, they said, came from Shela or from the Bejun islands nearby. Today in Lamu one or two woman who beg for alms on the streets are sometimes labelled as ex-slaves who turned to prostitution, but most Amu -ex-slave and freeborn -claim these woman are not originally from Lamu.39
One unmarried young ex-slave woman, forbidden travel to Mombasa, went to Sharif Ideroos, son of a local saint (in the Sufi tradition), and asked his help. He prescribed a change in climate to 'improve' her health. Taking her 'prescription' she went to the Kadi, received his permission to emigrate, and remained in Mombasa for twenty-one years before returning to Lamu.40 The trip by dhow was difficult for women. They were all packed into a small section in the bow of the dhow -where they were supposed to stay covered and modest. If upper-class women were also travelling (with their husbands), these woman had access to places nearest the curtain separating them from the men and were closest to the limited air which circulated on deck. Women were not allowed to leave their quarters for matters of hygiene or in the event of illness -although some ex-slave women remembered that they broke the rules once they were at sea.41
Although many ex-slave women settled in Mombasa and never returned permanently to Lamu, others stayed a few years and then came back. Relatives left behind might resent their former status, but those who returned preferred social stratification in Lamu to hardships they met down the coast. Several ex-slave informants realigned themselves with their former owners on their return; some even working for them. A few ex-slaves came back because of property they owned in Lamu. One very aged woman came back to find other relatives had taken over the house which her slave mother had given her. While she chatted with members of her former owners' family, those who had stayed on lurked in the background -waiting to see if any gifts 38 Lamu ex-slave women, interviews, I983. 39 Ali Abdalla Jahadhmy, interview, Mombasa, I980 and Lamu, I98I. Sharif Abdulla lived in Pate when he was a youngster and seems to have had continued relations with some Bajun in Mombasa. He and Jahadhmy both stated that the 'Lamu' prostitutes were from the Bajun islands. 'Harriet', I983. However, Lamu is a port town and male prostitution was always considered a problem when foreign dhows came into port. It seems very likely that there were some poor women who saw this form of activity as a way to make money and engaged in it. Today, transsexual men take outsiders to female prostitutes in Langoni -although the Lamu people claim these women are Bajun. For prostitutes in the Bajun islands see Janet Bujra, 'Production, property, prostitution: Sexual politics in When these women returned to Lamu, they carried on the same economic activities that had supported them in Mombasa. Most sewed caps, made mat bags, or baked and sold bread. In Lamu, however, they were sometimes competing with poor members of the old families. Some of these women prospered enough to buy small mud and wattle houses on the outskirts of town. One worked as a midwife and traditional healer, eventually acquiring a house in Langoni and two small shambas. With the help of two of her several husbands she cultivated the shambas, raised her children and is now responsible for several grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Whereas upper-class women were subordinate to their fathers, husbands, and brothers, ex-slave women were not. In Lamu, there is often a chain of women-mothers, daughters, and their children -all claiming support from one among them who might have a bit of land or small income.43
Some men returned to Lamu. One old ex-slave remembered men going to Arabia and even as far as south as Dar es Salaam, and later returning to settle in Langoni. These men (some of whom are still living today) separated themselves from their former masters and had nothing to do with them. When masters died, ex-slave men (and a few women) started a new life -concentrating on their own limited kin and frequently expressing hostility toward the upper-class. Those who had the opportunity to make money and enjoy a better lifestyle were especially hostile. One women who was freed at the death of her master in the mid-195os, became a cook and later a house servant for a European who owned a Lamu house. She and her mother were both hostile to surviving former owners, and they never admitted their status to what he regarded as the effects of legal emancipation in Lamu. It was 'Generous but misapplied legislation in suddenly divorcing masters and retainers, [which] produced a landed class with a small amount of capital instead of labour and with no education to qualify the former to obtain the latter ... their very freedom was the undoing of the ex-slave, for as landless and fatherless, they lacked initiative and dreading the responsibilities of life they took fright and died while their children drifted' into town.49 Emancipation created an 'idle class of young' Afro-Arabs or contributed to the break up of families because some had to 'leave and seek work elsewhere' was the way another official viewed conditions in Lamu three years later.50 As the years passed and the economy failed to improve, owners were forced to free their slaves in ever-increasing numbers. Many retreated to Langoni, where they crowded in with other 'free' relatives. They were all poor. Their houses were (and are) barely furnished. Some recalled sleeping on mats on dirt floors. All living ex-slaves recalled the hard times and many spoke repeatedly of lack of food in those years.51 They remembered that there was no work in those years. Many who remained gradually drifted back to their owners for meagre wages from day work -mostly enough to buy food. There was little money in circulation, unlike further down the coast, and most labour was performed in exchange for food. Shamba work was seasonal. Coconuts, for instance, were picked four times a year. The ex-slaves planted and harvested whatever grain and fruits they could grow on the shambas behind town. But in their anxiety to produce income for themselves and their owners they began overtapping the coconut trees. Overtapping eventually weakened the trees and many died as a result. In the interim, however, ex-slaves siphoned the juice from the trees, boiled it, and made a non-intoxicating beverage which they either sold or took to their masters in town. What their masters apparently did not notice is that many ex-slaves kept a portion of the juice for themselves, which they boiled and fermented -making liquor which they drank or sold illegally. District Commissioner reports in Lamu and further down the coast indicate that drunkenness increased significantly after emancipation.52
Before emancipation slaves working shambas used to grow bhang (marijuana), which they smoked when their masters were not around. After their masters freed them, they openly grew bhang and sold it -sometimes with approval from landowners. Some shipped their produce to Mombasa by dhow, and waited for the proceeds when the ship returned.53
For those who sought freedom, or were freed on account of hardships, material conditons worsened; but in I928-29 the District Commissioner reported that while the aristocracy was ruined 'the masses of people have personal freedom and a possiblity of self-determination not available under the old Arab system'.54 Self-determination and personal freedom are relative terms. Most ex-slave informants pointed out that they were both kinless and landless. Those who stayed on as slaves in their owners' households and on 49 A social hierarchy also existed within the ex-slave (and slave) community. By associating themselves with their owners, slaves absorbed some of what they regarded as upper-class status and they carried these feelings of superiority with them to the growing community in Langoni. Relations between those who were hostile to their former owners, and those who supported them were at times strained and even violent. But favourable attitudes toward masters and mistresses remain even today among some old ex-slaves -especially the women. These women often call on their former mistresses, carrying gossip and news of the outside world just as they did when they were formally enslaved. At ceremonies, particularly weddings, ex-slave women demand the right to act out roles that were theirs when they were an integral part of the household.56
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